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During the International Congress of Mathematicians held in Paris in 1900, 
David Hilbert presented his famous 23 mathematical problems. He hoped that 
these problems, particularly the attempts at solving them, would direct the further 
development of mathematics in the 20th century [Hilbert 19001. 
The problems aroused considerable interest among mathematicians, and their 
intensive study was taken up in various scientific circles. Some attempts to solve 
these problems were instrumental in the creation of new schools of mathematics 
dedicated to finding their solutions [Die Hilbertschen Probleme 19711. 
A special symposium on the attempts to solve Hilbert’s mathematical problems 
was held at Northern Illinois University in De Kalb, Illinois, in May 1974. The 
records of that discussion form two large volumes which were published in Pro- 
ceedings of Symposia in Pure Mathematics (1976, Vol. 28). From them we may 
conclude that the majority of the problems have indeed influenced the develop- 
ment of numerous branches of contemporary mathematics. One of these prob- 
lems, Hilbert’s third problem is related to the equality of the volumes of two 
tetrahedrons having equal bases and equal altitudes. The problem is to construct 
two such tetrahedrons (having equal bases and equal altitudes) so that they cannot 
be partitioned into congruent tetrahedrons and, moreover, cannot be completed 
by means of congruent tetrahedrons to form a pair of tetrahedrons which, them- 
selves, could be split up into congruent tetrahedrons. 
In the third quarter of the 20th century this problem inspired the formation of 
the Swiss school of geometry (directed by Hugo Hadwiger from 1945), whose 
members attempted to deal with the question of resolving polyhedrons of equal 
volume. In 1977 a monograph on Hilbert’s third problem was published [Bol- 
tian’skij 19771. It presents the theory of equicomposed polyhedrons before 
Hilbert’s presentation, as well as the results obtained later by the Swiss mathema- 
ticians. 
There is an episode, connected with the problem of resolving tetrahedrons. 
which was not mentioned in the monograph and appears to be completely un- 
known to historians of mathematics. 
Whtdysiaw Kretkowski (1840-1910), a mathematician well known in Poland, 
was a graduate of the Paris School of Civil Engineering and the Sorbonne. He 
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reiurned to Warsaw in 1873, and after working for the railway for two years, he 
moved to Cracow where he took his Ph.D. in 1876 at the University of Jagiello- 
nicm. From 1879 to 1894 he was an assistant professor of mathematics at the Lvov 
In ;titute of Technology and at the University of Lvov. After a nervous breakdown 
th,tt caused his retirement in 1894, he moved to Cracow where he remained until 
hi!; death. His entire fortune, which amounted to half a million krones, and his 
large library were bequeathed to the Academy of Learning. The Kretkowski 
Fclundation, set up after his death, provided funds for additional lectures at the 
Ulliversity of Jagiellonian and for scholarships for Polish mathematicians studying 
abroad. Until the end of his life Kretkowski encouraged research on mathematics 
at the Academy of Learning by sponsoring competitions. In 1882 he established a 
pr ze of 500 gold francs for solving the following problem: 
Given any two tetrahedrons having equal volume. subdivide one of them by means of planes, 
if it is possible. into the smallest possible number of pieces that can be rearranged so as to 
form the other tetrahedron. If this cannot be done at all or can be done only with certain 
restrictions. prove the impossibility or specify those restrictions. [Kretkowski 1884 
rhis problem was announced by the Academy of Learning in Cracow on June 
12. 1882. Solutions were to be accepted until December 31, 1883. 
Two solutions were received before that date. According to the committee only 
one of them deserved the prize. Its author was Ludwik Birkenmajer (1855-1929), 
a lroung mathematician who some time later became a well-known historian of 
mirthematics and science in Poland [Wqsowicz 19321. 
4 manuscript of the work [Birkenmajer 18831 shows that Birkenmajer gave only 
a partial solution of Kretkowski’s problem; he had restricted the planes to these 
which intersected all the faces of the tetrahedron. With this restriction he con- 
clrlded that there are only two cases in which the problem has a solution: 
‘1) when one face of the tetrahedron is an isosceles triangle and a dihedral angle 
at the base of the triangle is a right angle; 
12) when one face of the tetrahedron is an isosceles triangle and the angle 
between the bisector of the vertical angle of the triangle and the edge opposite the 
base is a right angle. 
In each of these cases, one and only one cutting plane solves the problem. 
Unfortunately, neither Kretkowski’s problem nor Birkenmajer’s solution has 
been published in any widely available mathematical journal. Dissertations and 
Raports on the Mathematical and Physical Faculty Meetings of the Academy of 
Learning in Cracow was published in Polish and, therefore, could only reach a 
very limited number of mathematicians. 
Lt is very unlikely that Hilbert knew about Kretkowski’s version of the problem. 
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